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THE DILEMMA IN INDIAN EDUCATION 
by 
Rev. James Mulvihill, OMI 


Today, if you ask any of our parliamentary leaders what is their "vision" in 
“respect to the Indians of Canada, they will all whisper the magic word "Integration", 
-If*you ask for the official policy that is followed in Indian education, you will 
be told by governmental bureaus and by the report of the Senate and House Committee .. 

/on Indian Affairs that the "Integrated" school is the answer, They will tell you = 
that every effort is being made to have as many Indian children as possible attend . 
class with non-Indian children and as soon as possible. The Glassco Report wants 
integrated schools or, I should say, joint schools, for the efficient expenditure 
of the tax dollar, 


As usual, however, we have a serpent in the garden. Other interested groups 
write learned treatises to show that integrated education is being carried forward 
too quickly for the good of the Indian child. We are not told what is meant by 
"Integration", . 


Unsurmountable Obstacle 


These differences in thought spark discussions on the relative value of 
Integrated schools, Indian Day Schools and Residential Schools. Discussions on 
rapid or slow integration, on the question of welfare "handouts", on discrimination, 
in work or play. These discussions are all very enlightening but they ignore a 
most important basic fact and it is this: the "Isolation Ward" of the Indian 
reserve is an unsurmountable obstacle for integrated education and integrated living. 


This obstacle was ignored in the final report to Parliament from the Senate 
and House Committee. qney. stated that the key to the Indian's self-—determination, 
self-government and seif-respect will be found in the field of education. I will 
quote the most important section of this report: "The question amalgamated 
(Integrated) schools brings with it problems arising out of cultural differences... 
Such differences should in no way be allowed to influence the feeling of educators 
to the effect that a certain cultural background is equated with a certain 
intellecutual capability." They continue, "in the Indian community, the child 
receives a different home education which influences him in the formal school work. 
A large degree of emphasis by the teacher must be placed upon individual develop- 
ment as distinct from cultural change." 


) This very learned summation constitutes a "near miss" in the solution of 

integrated education. In fact, the part on individual development is misleading. 

Any school, as such, is concerned with group development and not individual 

advancement. The school takes the product of the families and brings this product 

»' to adulthood as a group. It has not time for individual attention. One of the 
complaints arising out of integrated schools is the parents' contention that the 
Indian children are holding back the class. There may be isolated cases of this, 
but most of the time the Indian child falls behind the class and remains there. 

, This is true and no matter how we try to cushion the blow or explain it away, this 
ugly fact remains. What is the explanation? 


I believe that the segregation of the Indian reserve is the main reason for: 
(1) The difference in the I1.Q. levels between Indian children and other Canadian 
pupils; (2) The lack of Integration in our way of life by the Indian people, both 
) youn The old. 
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It is evident that education and integration are closely interwoven in any 
society so we should study both concepts in relation to reservation living. 


Slows Students' Progress 


First of all, the problem of the 1.Q. -- Anthropologists and psychologists 
are in agreement that there is no innate difference in intelligence between ethnic 
or racial groups and that the average intelligence of the groups is the same. How 
then do we explain that intelligence tests given in both the United States and 
Canada to all children have the Indian children scoring considerably lower than 
non—Indian pupils? Reserve living is responsible for this result. The question, 
the words, and the problems appearing on the tests were not part of the Indian 
child's pre-school experience on the reserve. There is also a lack of motivation 
which should be instilled by the parents; the parents are not convinced of any 
special need for education, They do not see the necessity of study or persevering 
attendance at school, Lastly, the Indian pupil still lives part of his day in 
these "isolation Wards" where social experiences are different. As long as the 
Indian parent teaches his own variation of Canadian culture and persists in 
teaching a different outlook on life, the child will suffer in school achievements. 
Tests show that the Indian child is about one and one half years behind his 
Canadian age group. Sometimes much more, depending on localities. This difference 
certainly will affect his whole school life and, to a certain extent, his after 
lite, 


Ve have a good example of this problem from the tests given to Grade VIII 
students in British Columbia last year. These tests were to determine which 
students were future University material and it was decided that the top 30% would 
be considered suitable. In the final tabulations of the tests, it was found that 
no Indian student had reached the top 50%, Will this mean that no Indian pupil 
will be capable of a College education without special educational aids and - 
individual attention? This would seem to be true because Indian children do need 
special help to compete with non-Indian children in Provincial schools. We might 
mention here that this is precisely why the Residential Schools and Hostels have 
a better record of academic achievement than the other types of schools, They give 
special aids - long compulsory and supervised study periods, spoon feeding, 
motivation lectures, etc. There is a temporary academic advantage to be had here 
but "Isolationism" is present in a greater degree. 


Provincial Curriculum Inadequate 


The Curriculum in our Provincial schools is geared to satisfy the particular 
social climate of Canada. The Indian child comes to school as the unfinished 
business of his family training on the reserve. The school then tries to take 
over, but will be a partial failure as long as the child remains in his family as 
an Indian with an Indian outlook. In Indian education, whether it is integrated 
or not, the Provincial curriculum is not adequate for products of reserve living 
so that special courses are needed, 


I do not want to give the impression that Indian education is a complete 
failure. There are many individual Indian pupils who do well and succeed and there 
are many Indian adults who become accepted in some strata of society, but this is 
a mere drop in the bucket in the overall picture. Those who succeed do not change 
the problem because the birth rate on the reserves doubly takes care of this loss 
to reserve populations. 


"Integration" Defined 


Let us look at our second point, the problem of Indian education, from the 
aspect of "Integration", We hear so much about education for integration that there 
should be a very precise understanding of this word "Integration" and the effect 
that reserve living has on it, Education is one of the socializing agencies that 
give a richer and broader way of life to the growing adult and, in this aspect, it 
can be considered the process to integration. Integration then, as a social concept, 
means the end of the process which takes place when an outsider becomes an integral 
part of the community and is accepted by the community. Integration results in a 
mutual change; the outsider and the community are both changed. Usually, it is the 
outsider who is changed to a greater degree when he accepts more of the community's 
way of life but still retains some of his own which is accepted by the community. 
Integration then is achieved by the process which brings a group or an individual 
into society and is made part of the whole without losing all of their former ways 
of life and loyalities. 


In Canada, we have a long history of this process, Each influx of European 
and Asiatic immigrants came to our shores and brought their own cultures which were 
usually retained during the first generation, grew dimmer through the second genera- 
tion and added something to the Canadian way of life as they assimilated in the 
third generation. These outsiders beczme almost invisible expect as Canadians. 
However, before they became integrated Canedians they lived at least for one 
generation side by side with Canadians and retained most of their own ways of life. 
This is what anthropologists call cultural pluralism. We heve an example of this in 
Switzerland where the French, German and Italians live in neighboring cantons. We 
have our own cultural pluralism in Canada with the French-speaking culture and the 
English-speaking culture. This is referred to as democratic pluralism, It is not 
integration in its strictest sense but all society has a degree of this pluralism, 


Should Examine Their Conscience 


Why has the process of integration not worked to the same extent with our 
Indian people? For the simple reason that they were placed in the "Isolation Wards" 
of Indien reserves. From these "Wards" it is difficult, if not impossible, to get 
involved in the social changes of integration. An Indian may behave like any other 
Canadian, but if he does not mingle effectively with the majority of society, he will 
not integrate. The Indian remains on the reserve and takes pride in his Indian 
feelings and loyalties. I believe that one of the greatest deterrents to integration 
is the fact that our Indians have so few examples of the sharing of pleasant 
experiences with the "Whites" which would make them desire a change, On this, the 
"Whites" should examine their consciences. Unless there is some very drastic adjust- 
ment in the reserve system that will throw him into closer contact with other 
Canadians and will change his loyalties, there will be no true integration. 


So it seems that our "visioneries on the Hill" are faced with a dilemma. If 
the Indian people are kept on the reservations, there will be no integration or, at 
best, a painfully slow change consuming many generations. ‘The other choice, to 
move the Indians off the reservations, would be compulsory Canadianization and no 
democratic government would sanction it. Therefore, the lesser of the two evils 
would be to continue with reserves and forget about true integration, They would 
have to settle for democratic pluralism. Caneda reluctantly settled for this: 
arrangement at the time of Confederation and there zould be a similar compromise 


now with the Indian people. 


No True Integration 


Education cen be geared for this pluralistic society better than it can be 
adjusted for integration. An Indian integrated school exists only in the minds of 
some educators, it has no existence in fact. It annoys me to hear educators speak 
of attendance at an integrated school. Does the fact that they sit beside each 
other in class and smile or speak together make it an integrated school? At that 
stage, it is no more true integration than the University of Mississippi has because 
Meredith is there. If this is the concept that educators have of integration, then 
we are in trouble, 


I think that our Indian people should be allowed to enjoy their way of life 
while they can, Unless the government is prepared to move the Hutterites out of 
their colonies, the Monks out of their monasteries, the beatniks out of their 
‘espresso pads! and the educators outof their merry-go-round of committee meetings 
and press releases, then let all these sub-cultures exist in harmony in a democratic 
pluralistic society. 


Given this climate, Indian integration will take c’re of itself in good time. 
The Indien is the only one not waving frantically for integration, He is a patient 
man and will enrich his life at his own speed if he is shown any respect and 
sympathy in his efforts to work out a new way of life. 


"The Dilemma in Indian Education" is a reprint from the Indian Record Vol. XXVI, 
No. 2, March-April, 1963 
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